Good at Driving,
Bad at Math
Lan Allison

W

hen I was young, I chose to be Mulan for Halloween three
years in a row. I had her traditional dress and even the cherry blossom hair clip she wore in the movie. I remember my mother asking
me in my third year if I was sure I didn’t want to be something else
for Halloween this time, as she looked at the dress that had become
battered after years of wear and tear. We were driving in the car,
my brother, mom, and me. I must have been in third grade. I looked
at my thick, long black hair, olive skin, and brown eyes; a complete
contrast to my American family made up of blond, fair, and blue. I
remember looking at her, sighing, but confidently saying, “Mom,
I’m going to be Mulan for Halloween, but I don’t want to be Princess
Mulan. I want to be hero Mulan.”
Mulan, to my adolescent mind, represented strength,
ferocity, and rebelliousness. She deliberately disobeyed not only her
father’s wishes, but the patriarchal regime in which she lived in to
go on and save China from the Hun’s invasion. She proved to me
that women could be just as strong, if not stronger, than men when
we really put our minds and attitudes after it. Sure, she fell in love
with a man, but for once that didn’t absorb her entire storyline.
Mulan was brave, took risks, listened to her heart, and lived to
serve others. To save her disabled father from enlistment, she ran
off and impersonated a man to take his place. Although she struggled through training to keep up with her male counterparts, she
ultimately banded with the team and proved that with hard work,
she could be just as good as the rest of them. With songs like “I’ll
Make a Man Out of You” and “A Girl Worth Fighting For,” the sexist
stereotypes Mulan had to face were clear. Despite getting caught
and thrown out, left to dishonor her family name forever, she didn’t
give up. Instead, she proved to China that women could be smart,
brave, strong, courageous, graceful and the hero of their own story.
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Mulan was both beautiful and strong, smart and compassionate.
Was this what it took to be Asian, to bring honor through heroism
and wit? To my adolescent eyes, it was. I saw myself represented in
the character of Mulan. She was more than just a pretty princess
who sang and waited for her prince.
Looking back through the rear-view mirror, my mother
asked what I meant when I said I wanted to be “hero Mulan.” I
promptly answered her. “I need to cut my hair, like Mulan does with
her sword. Long hair is for princesses. I don’t want to be a princess.”
------It was never an unknown thing that I was adopted. There
was never a family meeting where my parents sat me down and
said, “Lan, we have something to tell you,” like how it’s portrayed
in movies. I had always known that I was born in Vietnam and was
adopted at two years old. I proudly told people who asked about my
ethnicity that I was Vietnamese, but I never really had any other
information to give them. It wouldn’t be until I grew older that the
full extent of not knowing my culture would really sink in.
After my Mulan stage passed, I was on to cartoons and
kid shows that played on Saturday mornings. My brother and I
would race downstairs and wrestle over the remote to see who
could choose their show first. My brother never stood a chance to
my unfair moves and therefore would succumb to whatever show
I wanted to watch. Back then, I was not only faster than him, but
stronger and smarter as well; always able to out wrestle him for the
remote. I turned on the only show I knew my mother would not let
me watch, The Winx Club, and for good reasons too. You know, the
same reasons she didn’t like me playing with Barbies either—they
set terrible expectations in regard to body image. But my favorite
character from this show was Musa.
She was the music fairy and could sing and play almost any
instrument imaginable. Of course she could—she was the Asian
fairy. Musa had short hair with bangs and dressed like a tomboy.
Well, a skimpy tomboy. Never mind what her body shape did to my
self-esteem and knowledge about what girls my age should look and
dress like. Her signature color was red. Red like a Chinese dragon
and her hair was jet black, just like mine. In all truths, she wasn’t
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my favorite Winx member, but I felt drawn to her because she was
the only Asian character on the show. Except, she wasn’t the same
color as me. My dark, olive skin was a stark contrast to her pale,
white. Yet, she was supposed to be Asian-American too. It was at
this point I was beginning to realize there was a difference between
being Asian and Asian-American.
I remember at age ten, a substitute teacher in 4th grade
asked me where I was from. I told her Auburn. She asked me where
my family was from. I told her California. She asked me what my
heritage was. I paused, trying to find the definition in my mind.
And then I realized what she was really asking. I told her I was born
in Vietnam. This seemed to be the answer she was looking for and I
could see the face of unsettlement that I was far too familiar with.
I quickly added, but I was adopted and have lived in America since I
was two. There it was. That click. The look of relief as if now we had
something in common that was acceptable.
This triggered a change. When people now asked me my
ethnicity, I would say that I was born in Vietnam, but would quickly
add that I’ve lived in America all my life. This seemed to warrant a
look of relief in people, something I didn’t understand as a child,
but something I knew seemed to ease people’s minds. Make them
more comfortable.
Now my identity was Asian-American, and according to
Musa, this meant dressing and acting, well, American. Throughout
the seasons, there was never any reference to her Asian culture. She
never wore anything to signify her Asian heritage. In fact, the only
giveaway was her black hair and her almond shaped eyes, the same
eyes I had.
I looked at this Asian character and understood that to be
accepted as an Asian in America, it meant becoming more American. This time, my short black hair wasn’t enough. I went to the
bathroom and cut myself some bangs. There. Asian-American.
------My parents tried their hardest to keep my Vietnamese
heritage very much a part of me. We celebrated Tết, Vietnamese
Lunar New Years, every year for a while. My mother would buy red
envelopes and put a dollar coin in them as they do in Vietnam. It’s
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supposed to bring you luck and good fortune in the coming year. I
wish I could say more about these celebrations, but that was pretty
much the extent. They didn’t last for more than a couple of years,
put to rest by both my parents’ and my disinterest. My parents
never cooked Vietnamese food; they didn’t know how. I never
learned the language, much to the disappointment and disapproval
of every nail tech I’ve encountered at the nail salon. I had become
so detached from being Asian that the only reminder I had was that
I did not look like my white friends. But as I went through school, I
became more and more displaced with my identity. I started to feel
that I did not fit in with either the Americans or the Asians.
------The Suite Life of Zack and Cody was one of the only shows
my brother and I agreed on when we came downstairs for cartoons.
Once again, I was elated that I saw an Asian actress on screen, and
as a main cast member, nonetheless. London Tipton was far from
a role model though. The daughter of a wealthy hotel owner, London’s whole plot line was being rich and dumb. I didn’t understand
it back then that London and Maddie were supposed to be satires of
the “smart Asian, dumb blonde” stereotypes, but that didn’t matter
anyway. London’s character could have been played by any ethnicity
and her character story would have remained the same; rich and
dumb. It was as if the writers forgot that her character was portrayed by an Asian actress. Her clothes, mannerisms, and hairstyles
never once reflected anything but American culture and style.
At this same time, I was becoming aware of another type of
Asian-Americans: Rich Asians. I was introduced to this notion both
on-screen and in real life that wealthy Asians were the only Asians
that could make it, way before the movie Crazy Rich Asians was
released. Growing up I had Asian friends whose families made it big
and that was their identity. It seemed like the world was accepting
of them because they had the universal signifier that deemed them
respect: money. But I didn’t have that. For most of my life my family
was very much low-middle class. Yet I looked at London Tipton and
I saw that it didn’t matter what her character was like or how smart
she was because she was rich. So maybe she was born somewhere in
Asia? Or maybe she grew up in America like me? But maybe none of
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that matters, because when you’re in America, you are just American. And maybe then you don’t acknowledge that other part, that
other identity. I didn’t understand this concept as a child. My mind
only knew what it saw, and what I saw was that if you were rich, it
didn’t matter where you came from.
I looked at London’s clothes and the way she carried herself.
I could try to do that too. Her thick long hair was always in these
beautiful curls. The same curls my white friends had. I could do that
too, to some extent. So, I confided in my mom that I wanted a perm.
I had decided that my straight hair was no longer accepted. I needed
curly hair like the rest of them.
------I think everyone has a horror story about the first time they
dyed their hair, before YouTube existed and taught us any better.
I was 12 when I first asked my mother if I could dye my hair, but
was met with a swift no. Nevertheless, on my 13th birthday she
surprised me with an appointment at her hair salon. When the lady
asked what I wanted, I showed her a picture I had printed from the
school library. Wendy Wu, from the movie Wendy Wu: Homecoming
Warrior. The modern-day Mulan, this character was the epitome of
what I wanted to be as an Asian-American. She was popular, beautiful and running to be homecoming queen at her high school. She
even had a perfectly handsome white boyfriend. In the movie, she
is quick to dismiss the Asian stories her mother and grandmother
would try to tell her about her culture, labeling them as “boring.”
Why should she care? They lived in California now.
Her life turns upside down when a monk, Shen, comes to
ask for Wendy’s help in defeating the evil spirit Yan Lo. Wendy
finds out that she is a reincarnated Yin Warrior whose destiny is to
defeat Yan Lo after his thousand-year slumber. Of course, Wendy
wants nothing to do with her Chinese destiny, she’s too busy baking
cupcakes to promote her homecoming queen campaign. Eventually
she gets on board with her destiny and learns the tradition of her
ancestors and goes on to defeat the evil spirit.
I suppose that means she accepted her culture in the end.
That part really wasn’t clear. What was clear was the confusion I had
of how to fuse Asian and American culture. Wendy is the typical
112

Lan Allison
teenager obsessed with boys, makeup, and coffee—which is fine.
However, the movie instills a message that you can only be one
culture or the other at a time. Shen is seen as weird and bizarre to
Wendy’s friends when he is in his traditional attire and sports a
man bun. In fact, he’s only allowed to keep his hair so that he might
“fit in better.” Shen’s only accepted and viewed as “hot” from Wendy’s friends when he gets a makeover from Wendy—which consists
of “regular” American clothes and a new, shorter hairdo. Now all of
a sudden, he’s popular and he’s a new, hot commodity.
So, I sat in the hairdresser’s chair with my lesson of conformity and asked for blonde highlights. Five hours later, I walked
outside with my brand-new bumblebee-striped hair, thinking fully
well that I had mastered what it meant to be Asian-American. Conformity.
------Unfortunately, looking back, the Asian role models I had
didn’t do me any service. I was inundated with more and more
American definitions of what it meant to be Asian. As I grew up,
I started to understand that these definitions were no more than
stereotypes portrayed in Western media and expected of in Western society. Rich Asian. Smart Asian. Bad driver. Math genius. Rice
lover. Tiger mom. Musical prodigy.
In 2016, Canwen Xu gave a TedTalk titled “I Am Not Your
Asian Stereotype.” In it she too talks about the struggles of growing up Asian-American in a place where diversity was not rich. She
stated, “As a child [she] quickly began to realize that [she] had two
options: conform to the stereotype that was expected of [her] or
conform to the whiteness that surrounded [her], there was no in
between.” She, like me, began to realize that most people aren’t
truly racist, they’re just uncomfortable with different. She, like me,
couldn’t get away from the labels of what American culture thought
was the norm of someone from an Asian descent.
All of a sudden, I wasn’t a good student because I worked
hard, I was a good student because I was Asian. I wasn’t playing
the clarinet because I wanted to, I played the clarinet because I was
Asian. But what happens when your only identity is your race? I
tried to distance myself as much as possible. Changing my clothes,
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dying my hair, whatever I could do to reject the differences that
people only saw. I even considered changing my name once to something that was “easier to pronounce.” And then, without realization,
white became my norm too.
I now know that I’m not just the stereotypes American culture likes to put in their films. I’m a culmination of so many more
aspects. I am smart, but I’m not math smart. I am a great driver,
and I hate rice. And my music teacher can attest that I was no musical prodigy. But just as I started to become confident about my identity, accepting that I am more than conforming to American stereotypes, something dawned on me. How am I supposed to represent
myself as a true Asian-American woman when the representations
that are shown through the media portray such a Westernized
version of Asian culture? How was I supposed to learn about my
ethnicity and where I come from if the information I always receive
is skewed? Jennifer Lee and Min Zhou, authors of The Asian-American Achievement Paradox, talk a lot about the idea of Asians being
the “model minority” in Western society. Society sees us as hardworking, smart, and diverse, but first we must reject our culture to
fit in with the rest. They use us for diversity points, but don’t want
us to truly be diverse. But where does that leave a 21-year-old woman looking for her culture? How do I begin to tackle not wanting to
conform, but also understand that some conformity is okay, natural
even?
I’m sorry to say the answer isn’t at the end of this essay
because I’m still looking for it myself. But maybe the first step is to
stop seeing everything as Asian or American, or Asian-American.
The truth is, I am both cultures. And so will my children, my grandchildren and so forth. Instead of teaching them and teaching myself
how to act or to dress, or to look or how to fit into one culture or
the other, we should be accepting of the fact that it’s never going to
be split fifty-fifty. I shouldn’t have to apologize to my Asian culture
for dying my naturally thick black hair, just as I shouldn’t have to
apologize to the Western stereotype for being really bad at math.
The blend of Asian-American isn’t ditching one for the other, but
it can start with rejecting the expectations we “think” are the right
ways of representation.
But maybe there’s some hope. This year, Disney is releasing
a live action movie adaptation of Mulan. I have very mixed feelings
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about this. My inner Disney child is utterly upset and disgusted at
the absence of critical characters like Mushu, General Shang, Yao
and Ling, that have been replaced by a new sorceress and villains
and other unknown characters—not to mention the lack of singing.
But on the other hand, I look at the cast that Disney has chosen,
and I see a cast that, for the first time, is culturally accurate in their
representation. The actors and actresses are actually from China,
imagine that! They fall a bit short as the director is a woman from
New Zealand, but hey, at least they tried.
I sit and I watch the trailer of a movie claiming to be the
story of Mulan that looks nothing like the story of Mulan I grew
up adoring. But maybe that’s a good thing. Maybe this is Disney’s
chance to tell a story that is culturally accurate. To stray away from
what Western society wants to see of Asian culture and show us
what it actually is. To depict an authentic story that derives from
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